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ABSTRACT 



This report presents findings from the second nationally 
representative survey of distance education undertaken by the National Center 
for Education Statistics. The survey, released in December 1999, collected 
information about the 1997-1998 academic year. The report also presents new 
information about fields of study and instructional levels of courses and 
programs offered through distance education and about trends in higher 
education. Distance education is more likely to be conducted by public 
institutions, with 78% of public 4-year and 62% of public 2 -year institutions 
offering distance education courses. The survey indicated that there were an 
estimated 1,661,100 enrollees in all college-level distance education in the 
United States. An estimated 25,730 distance education courses were offered by 
2-year and 4-year institutions, representing 34% of all institutions. Eight 
percent of all 2 -year and 4 -year institutions offered college-level degree or 
certificate programs that were designed to be completed totally through 
distance education. In 1997-1998, the technologies used by most distance 
education providers were Internet courses using asynchronous computer-based 
instruction, two-way interactive video, and one-way prerecorded video. About 
three-quarters of institutions charged the same tuition for distance 
education courses as for comparable on-campus courses. Distance education 
appears to have become a common feature of many postsecondary education 
institutions, and it is likely to become more common in the future. (SLD) 
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INTRODUCTION 

Many see the rise in the availabili- 
ty of technology-supported dis- 
tance education — that is, the deliv- 
ery of instruction over a distance 
to individuals located in one or 
more venues — not only as a revo- 
lutionary opportunity to increase 
access to postsecondary educar 
tion, but also as an opportunity to 
hasten the overall pace of reform 
in higher education. 

This report presents findings from 
the second nationally representa- 
tive survey of distance education 
undertaken by the National Cen- 
ter for Education Statistics 
(NCES). The survey, released 



December 1999, collected informa- 
tion about the 12-month 1997-98 
academic year/ 

This report also presents new in- 
formation about fields of study 
and instructional levels of courses 
and programs offered through dis- 
tance education; and provides 
trend information for higher edu- 
cation institutions, including 
changes in the percentage of high- 
er education institutions offering 
distance education courses, enroll- 

*U.S. Department of Education, National Center for 
Education Statistics. Distance Education at Postsec- 
ondary Educatbn Institutions: 1997-98. NCES 2000-013, 
by Laurie Lewis, Kyle Snow, Elizabeth Farris, 

Douglas Levin. Bemie Greene, project officer. Wash- 
ington, DC: 1999. http://nces.ed.gov. This issue of 
Update is excerpted from the final reporL 



ments and course offerings, de- 
gree a n d ce r t i f i ca t e p l og ra m s, a s 
well as technologies used to deliv- 
er distance education courses. 

WHY MIGHT 
INSTITUTIONS 
IMPLEMENT DISTANCE 
EDUCATION? 

Several forces are at work in what 
some have characterized as the 
"current rush" to implement dis- 
tance learning programs by col- 
leges and universities, including 
the convergence of communica- 
tion and computing technologies, 
the changing demographics of stu- 
dents pursuing postsecondary ed- 
ucation, and the need to reduce 



Table 1 


Number and percentage distribution of 2-year and 4-year postsecondary education institutions that 


offered distance education courses in 1997- 


-98, that planned to offer them in the next 3 ydars; and 


that did not offer and did not plan to offer them in the next 3 years, by institutional characteristics 






Offered distance education in 


Planned to offer distance education 


Did not otter in 1997-98 . 


und did not 


Institutional characteristic 


Total number 


1997-98 


in the 


next 3 years 


plan to oiler in the ran 


l 3 years 




of institutions 


Number 


Percent 


Number 


Percent 


Number 


Percent 


All institutions 


5,010 


1,680 


34 


990 


20 


2,340 


47 


Institutional type 
















Public 2-year 


1,230 


760 


62 


250 


20 


230 


18 


Private 2-year 


1,120 


60 


5 


220 


20 


840 


75 


Public 4-year 


610 


480 


78 


70 


12 


60 


10 


Private 4-year 


2,050 


390 


19 


450 


22 


1,210 


59 


Size of institution 
















Less than 3,000 


3,800 


730 


19 


840 


22 


2,230 


59 


3,000 to 9,999 


820 


610 


75 


110 


14 


90 


12 


10,000 or more 


400 


350 


87 


30 


8 


- -20 


■ 5 



NOTE: Percentages are based on the estimated 5,010 2-year and 4-year postsecondary education institutions in the nation. Percentages are computed across each row Details 
may not sum to totals because of rounding. 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Postsecondary Education Quick Information System, Survey on Distance Education at 
Postsecondary Education Institutions, 1998-1999. 
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the cost of education (Sherron and 
Boettcher 1997). It has been sug- 
gested that the primary benefits of 
implementing distance education 
programs for postsecondary insti- 
tutions include the potential to in- 
crease enrollments of nontradi- 
tional students and to reduce 
program costs (Willis 1995). 

INSTITUTIONS 
OFFERING DISTANCE 
EDUCATION COURSES 

Distance education was more likely 
to be conducted by public institu- 
tions; 78 percent of public 4-year 
and 62 percent of public 2-year in- 
stitutions offered distance educa- 
tion courses/ compared with 19 per- 
cent of private 4-year and 5 percent 
of private 2- year institutions. Dis- 
tance education was also strongly 
related to institutional size, with 
most large (87 percent) and medi- 
um-sized (75 percent) institutions 
offering distance education in 
1997-98/ compared with 19 percent 
of small institutions. (Table 1) 

OVERALL ENROLLMENT 
IN DISTANCE EDUCATION 
COURSES 

Institutions that offered any dis- 
tance education courses were 
asked about the total enrollment 
in all distance education courses 
in 1997-98 (including enrollments 
in courses designed for all types of 
students), and the enrollment in 
college-level, credit-granting dis- 
tance education courses in 
1997-98/ both overall and by the 
level of the course. If a student 
was enrolled in multiple courses, 
institutions were instructed to 
count the student for each course 
in which he or she was enrolled. 
Thus, enrollments may include 
duplicated counts of students. 

The survey indicates that there 
were an estimated 1/661,100 enroll- 
ments in all distance education 
courses offered by 2-year and 4- 
y ear postsecondary institutions in 
1997-98. There were an estimated 



1,363,670 enrollments in college- 
level, credit -granting distance edu- 
cation courses in 1997-98, with 
most of these (1,082,380) at the un- 
dergraduate level. The remaining 
enrollments (281,300) were at the 
graduate/ first-professional level. 

To put these numbers into context, 
the National Center for Education 
Statistics (NCES) estimates that 
there were 14.6 million students 
enrolled in 2-year and 4-year post- 
secondary education institutions in 
fall 1996 (the most recent year for 
which information is available), 
with an estimated 12.5 million stu- 
dents enrolled at the undergradu- 
ate level, and an estimated 2.1 mil- 
lion students enrolled at the 
graduate/ first-professional level 
(unpublished tabulations from the 
1996 IPEDS "Fall Enrollment" file). 

Consistent with the distributions 
of the percentage of institutions 
that offered distance education 
courses, most of the enrollments in 
distance education courses were at 
public 2-year and public 4-year in- 
stitutions. In addition, the number 
of enrollments in college-level, ' 
credit-granting distance education 
courses was considerably higher at 
public 2-year institutions than at 
public 4-year institutions. 

NUMBER OF DISTANCE 
EDUCATION COURSES 
OFFERED 

In the 1994-95 academic year, an 
estimated 25,730 distance educa- 
tion courses with different catalog 
numbers were offered by 2-year 
and 4-year higher education insti- 
tutions. By 1997-98, the number of 
courses had grown to 47/540 differ- 
ent college-level, credit-granting 
distance education courses, and 
52,270 different distance education 
courses for any level or audience. 
Thus, the number of distance edu- 
cation courses offered was approx- 
imately double in 1997-98 what it 
was in 1994-95. Public 2-year, pub- 
lic 4-year, and private 4-year insti- 
tutions all experienced this rapid 



growth in the number of distance 
education courses offered. 

An estimated 54,470 different dis- 
tance education courses were of- 
fered in the 12-month 1997-98 aca- 
demic year by 2-year and 4-year 
postsecondary education institu- 
tions. An estimated 49,690 different . 
college-level, credit-granting dis- 
tance education courses were of- 
fered in 1997-98, with most of those 
(35/550) at the undergraduate level. 
The remaining credit-granting 
courses (14,140) were at the gradu- 
ate/ firs t-professional level., 

The two fields in whicjh more insti- 
tutions that o f fe red d i st a n ce ed u ca - 
ti o n cou rses o ff e red coll eg e- level, 
credit-granting distance education 
courses were the general field of 
English, humanities, and the social 
and behavioral sciences (70 percent 
of institutions) and the field of 
business and management (55 per- 
cent of institutions). 

Public 2-year institutions were 
more likely than public 4-year insti- 
tutions, which iiTtum were more 
likely than private 4-year institu- 
tions, to offer for-crediF distance ed- ' 
ucation courses in English, humani- 
ties, and the social and behavioral 
sciences, physical and biological/ 
life sciences, mathematics, comput- 
er science, and vocational /technical 
fields (Table 2). Public 4-year insti- 
tutions were more likely than either 
public 2-year or private 4-year insti- 
tutions to offer foV-cred if distance 
education courses in the health pro- 
fessions, education, engineering, 
agriculture and natural resources, 
and library and information sci- 
ences. For-credit distance education 
courses in business and manage- 
ment were about equally likely to 
be offered at public 2-yea rand 
4-year institutions, which were 
both more likely to offer them than 
private 4-year institutions. Private 
4-year institutions were more likely 
than either public 2-year or public 
4- year inst itu tio.ns .to offer for T credi t .. 
distance education courses in the 



Table 2 


Percent of all 2-year and 4-year postsecondary education institutions offering any distance 
education courses in 1997-98 that offered college-level, credit-granting distance education 


courses in various fields of study in 1997-98, by institutional type and field 






Field 


Institution type* 


All institutions 


Public 2-year 


Public 4-year 


Private 4-year 




English, humanities, social and behavioral sciences 


70 


85 


73 


■ '40 


Business and management 


55 


62 


61 


36 


Health professions 


36 


36 


50 


19 


Physical and biological/life sciences 


33 


45 


35 


1 1 


Mathematics 


32 


46 


28 


13 


Education 


29 


14 


61 


22 


Computer science 


26 


33 


25 


14 


Vocational/technical fields 


17 


29 


12 


1 


Engineering 


12 


5 


29 


8 


Agriculture and natural resources 


7 


7 


14 


0 


Library and information sciences 


6 


4 


13 


1 


Other fields 


16 


12 


12 


30 


‘Data for private 2-year institutions are not reported as a separate type of institution because too few of them in the sample offered distance education courses in 1997-98 to 


make reliable estimates. Data for private 2-year institutions are included in the totals. 










NOTE: Percentages are based on the estimated 1 ,680 institutions that offered any distance education courses in 1 997-98. Zeros appear in the table when no institution in the 


sample gave the indicated response. 










SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Postsecondary Education Quick Information System, Survey on 




Distance Education at Postsecondary Education Institutions, 1998-1999.. 











" other fields" category. A large por- 
tion of the courses shown in the 
"other fields" category consists of 
courses in biblical and theological 
studies offered by religiously affili- 
ated colleges and seminaries. 

DEGREE AND 
CERTIFICATE PROGRAMS 

While taking individual courses 
through distance education has 
the potential to increase access to 
postsecondary education among 
those who traditionally have not 
•had access, it is the possibility of 
completing degree and certificate 
programs solely through distance 
education that offers the potential 
for the most dramatic changes in 
access and opportunity. This re- 
port presents information about 
the prevalence of distance educa- 
tion degree and certificate pro- 
grams in all postsecondary institu- 
tions by institutional type> level of 
the degree and certificate pro- 
grams, and general field of study. 

Eight percent of all 2-year and 4- 
year postsecondary institutions of- 




fered college-level degree or cer- 
tificate programs that were de- 
signed to be completed totally 
through distance education. 
Among the 34 percent of institu- 
tions that offered any distance ed- 
ucation courses in 1997-98, 25 per- 
cent offered distance education 
degrees or certificates. Among all 
postsecondary institutions, public 
4-year institutions were more like- 
ly than other types of institutions 
to offer distance education degree 
and certificate programs . 

In 1997-98, 2-year and 4-year post- 
secondary institutions offered an 
estimated 1,230 distance education 
degree programs and 340 distance 
education certificate programs. 
Postsecondary institutions offer- 
ing distance education programs 
were more likely to offer gradu- 
ate/first-professional degrees or 
certificates than undergraduate 
degrees or certificates. Graduate/ 
first-professional degree programs 
were most likely to be offered in 
business and management, the 
health professions, education, and 
engineering. 



DISTANCE EDUCATION 
TECHNOLOGIES 

In 1995, more institutions used 
two-way interactive video (57 
percent) and one-way prerecord- 
ed video (52 percent) than Any df 
the other technologies. In 
1997-98, the technologies used by 
more institutions than any of the 
other technologies were Internet 
courses using asynchronous com- 
puter-based instruction (60 per- 
cent), two-way interactive video 
(56 percent), and one-way prere- 
corded video (48 percent). 



Thus, the percentages of institu- 
tions using two-way interactive 
video and one-way prerecorded 
video were comparable in the two ■ 
years. However, the percentage of 
institutions offering Internet 
courses using asynchronous com- 
puter-based instruction grew sub- 
stantially from 1995 to 1997-98, 
from 22 percent to 60 percent. The 
percentage of institutions that of- 
fered Internet courses using syn- 
chronous computer-based instruc- 
tion grew slightly, from 14 percent 
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in 1995 to 19 percent in 1997-98. In 
general, use of the remaining tech- 
nologies decreased slightly from 
1995 to 1997-98. 

More institutions used asynchro- 
nous Internet instruction (58 per- 
cent of institutions), two-way inter- 
active video (54 percent), and 
one-way prerecorded video (47 per- 
cent) than used any of the other 
technologies as a primary mode of 
instructional delivery for distance 
education courses. Nineteen per- 
cent of the institutions offered 
courses using synchronous Internet 
instruction and 14 percent used 
one-way video with two-way au- 
dio. Eight percent or fewer of the 
institutions used each of the other 
technologies as a primary instruc- 
tional mode. Differences in the use 
of the technologies may vary by in- 
stitutional type due to factors such 
as the differing costs and resources 
required for various technologies, 
the kinds of students that are tar- 
geted by the different types of insti- 
tutions, and the different kinds of 
courses that are offered by the insti- 
tutions. (see Table 3) 



TUITION AND FEES 

Institutions were asked how the tu- 
ition charged for college-level, cred- 
it-granting distance education 
courses compared with tuition 
charged for equivalent on-campus 
courses. About three-quarters (77 
percent) of the institutions charged 
the same tuition for distance educa- 
tion courses as for comparable on- 
campus courses. 

Public 2-year institutions were 
more likely than public or private 
4-year institutions to indicate that 
tuition charges were always the 
same for distance education and 
on-campus courses, with 90 percent 
of public 2-year institutions that of- 
fered distance education courses 
giving this response Variable tu- 
ition charges were more common 
among public 4-year institutions of- 
fering distance education courses 
than at other types of institutions, 
although still a minority at 28 per- 
cent of public 4-year institutions. 

Another approach that institutions 
may use to offset the cost of dis- 



tance education is the application 
of special fees to distance educa- 
tion courses that are not added to 
on-campus. courses. These, fees 
may be determined by factors 
such as delivery format or loca- 
tion. Two-thirds (66 percent) of the 
institutions that offered distance 
education courses indicated that 
they did not add special fees to 
their college-level, credit-granting 
distance education courses, 21 
percent sometimes added special 
fees, and 13 percent always added 
special fees. 

CHANGES IN 
DISTANCE EDUCATION 
SINCE 1994-95 

While this report primarily pre- 
sents findings on various aspects 
of distance education for all post- 
secondary institutions for 1997-98, 
an analysis of the data for the sub- 
set of higher education institutions 
allows trend comparisons with the 
previous NCES report on' distance 
education. Changes in distance ed- 
ucation since 1994-95 are present- 
ed in this report in terms of the 



Table 3 



Percent of 2-year and 4-year postsecondary education institutions offering distance education 
courses in 1997-98 indicating that the institution used various types of technology as a primary mode 
of instructional delivery for distance education courses in 1997-98, by institutional characteristics 



Institution at 
characteristic 


Two-way 
video with 
two-way 
audio 
(two-way 
interactive 


One-way 
video with 
two-way 
audio 


One-way 
live video 


One-way 

pre- 

recorded 

video 


Two-way 

transmis- 


One-way 


Internet 
courses 
using syn- 
chronous 
computer- 

instruction 


Internet 
courses 
using asyn- 
chronous 
computer- 

instruction 


CO-ROM 


: ! 

I Multi- 

packages 


Other 

technologies 


All institutions 


54 


14 


6 


47 


6 


6 


19 


58 


7 


8 


2 


Institutional type* 
Public 2-year 


53 


15 


7 


62 


4 


4 


16 


57 


7 


7 


1 


Public 4-year 


80 


22 


9 


44 


7 


5 


22 


58 


8 


12 


2 


Private 4-year 


29 


3 


0 


26 


8 


13 


19 


61 


4 


4 


2 


Size of institution 
Less than 3,000 


45 


9 


3 


29 


7 


8 


15 


■ 51 " 


5 


3 


"* 2 


3,000 to 9,999 


57 


13 


6 


56 


4 


3 


19 


59 


7 


10 


1 


10,000 or more 


66 


26 


12 


68 


6 


9 


26 


69 


10 


14.,, 


... ,4 ,. 



‘Data for private 2-year institutions are not reported as a separate type of institution because too few of them in the sample offered distance education courses in 1997-98 to 
make reliable estimates. Data for private 2-year institutions are included in the totals and in analyses by other institutional characteristics. 

NOTE: Percentages are based on the estimated 1 .680 institutions that offered any distance education courses in 1997-98 Percentages sum to more than 100 because institu- 
tions could use different types of technologies as primary modes of instructional delivery for different distance education courses. Zeros appear in the table when no institution in 
the sample gave the indicated response. 

SOURCE: U S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Postsecondary Education Quick Information System, Survey on Distance Education at Post- 
secondary Education Institutions, 1998-1999. 
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percentage of institutions offering 
distance education courses, the 
number of distance education 
courses offered, the number of en- 
rollments in distance education 
courses, the availability of distance 
education degree and certificate 
programs, and the technologies 
used to deliver distance education 
courses. Findings indicate that: 

Between fall 1995 and 1997-98, the 
percentage of higher education in- 
stitutions offering distance educa- 
tion courses increased by about 
one-third, from 33 percent to 44 
percent. From 1994-95 to 1997-98, 
the number of course offerings and 
enrollments in distance education 
approximately doubled. And, al- 
though the percentages of institu- 
tions offering distance education 
degree and certificate programs 
were essentially the same in 
1997-98 as in 1995, the number of 
degree and certificate programs 
that were offered nearly doubled. 
Taken together, these findings sug- 
gest that the expansion in distance 



education appears to be among in- 
stitutions that have offered distance 
education for the past 3 years. 

These institutions have substantial- 
ly increased the number of distance 
education courses, enrollments, and 
degree and certificate programs 
that they offer. 

Among all higher education institu- 
tions offering any distance educa- 
tion, the percentages of institutions 
using two-way interactive video 
and one-way prerecorded video 
were essentially the same in 1997— 
98 as in 1995. The percentage of in- 
stitutions using asynchronous In- 
ternet-based technologies, however, 
nearly tripled, from 22 percent of 
institutions in 1995 to 60 percent of 
institutions in 1997-98. (see Table 4) 

CONCLUSIONS 

In the most general terms, dis- 
tance education appears to have 
become a common feature of 
many postsecondary education 
institutions and that, by their 



own accounts, it will become 
more common in the future. Pub- 
lic institutions were also found to 
be more likely to offer distance 
education courses than private 
institutions. While institutions 
employed a wide variety of tech- 
nologies to deliver distance edu- 
cation, more institutions were 
likely to employ several types of 
video and the In ter net- based 
technologies than any other 
modes of delivery included in the 
survey. There were an estimated 
1,661,100 enrollments in distance 
education courses during 
1997-98. The vast majority of 
these enrollments were in col- 
lege-level, credit-granting cours- 
es, mostly at the undergraduate 
level. Institutions offered an esti- 
mated 54,470 different distance 
education courses in 1 997—98. 

The largest number of courses 
were in English, humanities, and 
the social and behavioral sci- 
ences, and in business and man- 
agement. The majority of post- 
secondary institutions charged 



Table 4 



Percent of 2-year and 4-year higher education institutions offering distance education courses that 
used selected types of technologies to deliver distance education courses in 1995 and 1997-98, by 
institutional type 







1995 1 






1997-98* 




Technology 




Institution type 1 






Institution typo 1 




* ' 


Public 2-year 


Public 4-year 


Private 4-yoor 


Public 2-yoar 


Public 4-yeor 


| Private 4-year 


Two-way video with two-way audio 
(two-way interactive video) 


49 


78 


40 


53 


80 


31 


One-way video with two-way audio 


18 


36 


14 


14 


22 


3 


One-way prerecorded video 


67 


42 


30 


64 


44 


23 


Internet courses using synchronous 


computer-based instruction 


(t) 


(t) 


(t) 


16 


22 


21 


Internet courses using asynchronous 


computer-based instruction 


(t) 


(t) 


(t) 


59 


58 


bb 


Two-way online (computer-based) , v 


interactions during instruction 


8 


17 


25 


(t) 


(V 




Other computer-based technology 


(e.g., Internet) 


14 


26 


38 


(t> 


(t) 


(t) 



^Statistic not estimated for that year. 

1 Based on the estimated 1,130 higher education institutions that offered distance education courses in fall 1995. The data for the 1995 study were not imputed lor item 
nonresponse. However, there was no item nonresponse for these technology items. 

2 Based on the estimated 1 ,590 higher education institutions that offered any distance education courses in 1997-98. 

3 Data for private 2-year institutions are not reported as a separate type of institution because too few of them in the sample offered distance education courses to make reliable 
estimates. 

SOURCES: U.S. Department of Education. National Center for Education Statistics. Postsecondary Education Quick Information System. Survey on Distance Education 
Courses Offered by Higher Education Institutions. 1995. and Survey on Distance Education at Postsecondary Education Institutions, 1998-1999. 



students the same tuition and 
fees for distance education cours- 
es as they did for traditional on- 
campus courses. 

While these findings will help to 
inform stakeholders — including 
individuals considering a post- 
secondary education, faculty and 
administrators at postsecondary 
institutions, providers of tech- 
nologies used for distance ed- 
ucation, and policymakers at 
federal, state, and local levels — 
they do not address many of 
the pertinent questions about 
distance education. These ques- 
tions include issues related to: 

■ equity of access to postsec- 
ondary education; 

■ the costs of developing and im- 
plementing distance education 
programs;. 

■ accreditation of and quality as- 
surance in distance education 
programs; 

■ copyright and intellectual prop- 
erty rights; 

■ changes in the role of postsec- 
ondary faculty and challenges 
facing them as a result; and 

■ pressures on existing organiza- 
tional structures and arrange- 
ments. 

Given rapidly evolving societal 
and institutional trends brought 



about by changes in technology 
(e.g., Carnevale 1991; Kelly 1998; 
Sherron and Boettcher 1997), re- 
search on distance education will 
continue to face fundamental 
challenges. These challenges in- 
clude evolving conceptions and 
definitions of distance education 
and the rise of nontraditional 
arrangements of postsecondary 
education institutions and pro- 
grams, including the rise of vir- 
tual universities. Other basic 
challenges facing those conduct- 
ing research on distance educa- 
tion include the need to respond 
to the information needs of 
stakeholders in a timely manner. 
In this ever-changing environ- 
ment, anecdotal data often must 
suffice until more comprehensive 
studies can be conducted — stud- 
ies that remain relevant for only 
brief periods. It is a dynamic 
time for postsecondary educa- 
tion institutions facing the op- 
portunities and challenges 
brought by technological innova- 
tion. As Gladieux and Swail 
(1999) assert, given the fact that 
computer and related technolo- 
gies are evolving so quickly — 
and new providers and brokers 
of higher education proliferating 
so rapidly — no one knows how 
traditional higher education will 
change. 
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